to fund an annual 'Workshop on Leadership in BioScience' at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory in New York.
Last month I went on the course, alongside my husband -Markus Seeliger, also a young investigator -and 25 scientists from around the world at a similar stage of their careers, for three days of lectures, role-playing exercises and case studies.
Everyone has their own story of poor management. The major advantage of the workshop we attended was that it was away from our home university, so that we could discuss sensitive personal situations in confidence. Some of the toughest problems are those that you might not feel comfortable about discussing with your principal investigator, your mentor or your chair.
We practised the difficult issues -how to manage meetings, for example, from distributing the agenda in advance and keeping everyone on task, to ending on a note of consensus. And through role plays, we learned how to structure negotiations as a problem-solving process rather than a battle of wills. Except in cases of misconduct, criticism need not be personal, particularly when one is trying to motivate students. Being honest does not mean that one need be brusque or unsympathetic; we can preserve scientific integrity and encourage trainees positively.
I would strongly recommend such training. And although it is useful for postdocs, it is more crucial for young faculty members. The workshop was appealing because it was tailored to our situations by people familiar with both the academic domain and the biotech world, where such training is more common.
Academic institutions must recognize the value of this pioneering effort and support or create such programmes for their own faculty members. They make multimillion-dollar investments in us, and, to protect their interests, should invest as seriously in leadership skills as in the progress of science.
I am already using what I learned. When I notice that I am dominating group discussions, for instance, I try to be more patient and to allow others to consider and voice their opinions. I like to think that, as a result, quieter members of my lab are becoming more confident, and that we all benefit from increased intellectual exchange. My husband has put the ideas into practice too: we wrote this article together, but were then told we could put only one name on it. Luckily, the workshop covered how to resolve authorship disputes. ■ Jessica C. Seeliger is an assistant professor at Stony Brook University School of Medicine in New York. e-mail: jcs@pharm.stonybrook.edu
